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SYSTEM FOR PROGRAMMING PROGRAMMABLE HEARING AIDS 
AND UPDATING DATABASE OF PATIENT INFORMATION 

Background o? tfie mventjpn 
The invention relates to hearing aids, and more 
5 particularly relates to hearing aids of the programmable 
type. In its most immediate sense, the invention relates 
to apparatus used by an audiology office to program 
programmable hearing aids and to maintain a computer 
database of patient information. 

10 A programmable hearing aid is pre-programmed by a 

dispenser to match the needs of the patient. Thus, for 
example, when programming a Siemens TRITON aid, the 
dispenser establishes, for each of three freguency bands, 
the gain and the automatic gain control; the dispenser 

15 also establishes the crossover freguencies between the 
first and second bands, and between the second and third 
bands. Alternatively, when programming a Siemens 
INTELIVENIENCE aid, the dispenser establishes the 
applicable gain for soft sounds, the applicable gain for 

20 medium level sounds and the applicable gain for loud 

sounds, together with an intelligent response modifier. 

Programmable hearing aids are programmed using a 
separate programming unit. For example, programmable 
hearing aids manufactured by Siemens may be programmed 

25 using a unit known as the Personal Programmer 2000. This 
unit makes an electrical connection (as by insertion of a 
connector) with the aid to be programmed and presents the 
audiologist with an organized routine by which the 
necessary (hearing aid type-specific) information is 

30 programmed into the aid. 

An audiologist 's duties continue after the patient's 
aid has been programmed. The audiologist must also 
record the settings for the patient »s hearing aid 
prescription and must update the patient's medical 

35 records. For example, if a patient's hearing changes, 
the patient's prescription must change as well. These 
changes must be noted, so that the patient's current 
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condition can be immediately known and so that e.g. the 
deterioration of the patient's hearing can be determined 
and quantified. Conventionally, patient prescription 
records are maintained in database form on a personal 
5 computer; Siemens distributes CONEXX software adapted to 
this task. 

If an audiologist does fittings outside the office, 
substantial time and effort may be involved in 
reprogramming patients 1 aids and updating patients' 

10 records. For example, when an audiologist visits 

patients at home, in the hospital or in the workplace, 
the audiologist tests the patient 1 s hearing and (if 
necessary) adjusts the patient's prescription to correct 
for any changes since that patient's last appointment. 

15 During this process, the audiologist may need to record 
many items of information (e.g. new audiological data for 
the left and right ear and a new prescription for each) . 
Then, when the audiologist returns to the office, the 
patient prescription database must be updated with the 

20 new information. The effort involved in doing this can 
be substantial. If an audiologist schedules multiple 
patients for a single visit (as when the audiologist 
visits a nursing home or a hospital) the effort involved 
in updating the database can be burdensome. 

25 it would be advantageous to provide method and 

apparatus for making it easier to update computer- 
maintained patient prescription data for programmable 
hearing aids. 

One object of the invention is to provide method and 
30 apparatus for programming programmable hearing aids and 
for updating a computer database containing patient 
prescription data. 

Another object is, in general, to improve on 
audiological methods and apparatus. 
35 In accordance with the invention, a programming unit 

is provided. The programming unit is detachably 
electrically connectable to a programmable hearing aid, 
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and includes means for programming the hearing aid when 
electrically connected thereto, means for inputting and 
storing information provided by an audiologist, and means 
for transmitting, to a receiving location, information 
5 stored in the programming unit. The inputting and 

storing means is capable of operative interaction with 
said programming means in a manner that information input 
to the programming unit can be used to program the 
hearing aid, and the transmitting means is capable of 
10 operative interaction with said inputting and storing 
means in a manner that information stored in the 
programming unit can be transmitted to a receiving 
location. 

In further accordance with the invention, a host 
15 computer is provided. Also provided is a means 

detachably electrically connecting the programming unit 
to the computer. The detachably electrically connecting 
means is capable of operative interaction with said 
transmitting means and host computer in a manner that 
20 information stored in the programming unit can be 

transmitted to the host computer to update information 
stored in the host computer. 

Thus, in accordance with the invention, when new 
information is input to the programming unit, the new 
25 information can be used to program (or reprogram) the 

programmable hearing aid and also to update the computer 
database* 

Advantageously, and in accordance with the preferred 
embodiment, the programming unit stores information in an 

30 EEPROM and transmits the information to the host computer 
via an RS-232 serial port and a serial cable. Further 
advantageously, the host computer is a master unit and 
the programming unit is a slave unit, which is controlled 
by the host computer and transfers data to the host 

35 computer. 

prjef pesqription of the Prayings 
The invention will be better understood with 
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reference to the following illustrative and non-limiting 
drawings, in which: 

Fig, 1 schematically illustrates conventional 
apparatus presently used by audiologists to program 
5 programmable hearing aids and to maintain patient 
prescription information in an office computer; 

Fig. 2 shows audiological data of the type 
audiologists maintain in a computer database on a host 
computer; 

10 Fig. 3 shows examples of parameters that may be 

programmed into programmable hearing aids; 

Fig, 4 schematically illustrates apparatus in 
accordance with the preferred embodiment of the 
invention; 

15 Fig. 5 is a flowchart illustrating operation of 

apparatus in accordance with the preferred embodiment; 
and 

Fig. 6 illustrates fields of database information 
that are advantageously included in a database resident 

20 on a computer used in an audiology office. 

Detailed Description of a P referred Embodiment 
In Fig. 1, a programmable hearing aid 2 (such as the 
aids manufactured by Siemens under the TRITON , INFINITI, 
INTELIVENIENCE and FRONTIER marks) is programmed by a 

25 user-operated programming unit 4. The programming unit 4 
has a keyboard 6, a display 8, and a programming cable 
10. At the distal end of the programming cable 10 is 
located one or more connectors 12. The connector (s) 12 
are adapted to fit into one or more of the aids 2. When 

30 an aid 2 is to be programmed, a connector 12 is plugged 
into the aid 2, the audiologist inputs the necessary 
information to the programming unit 4 via the keyboard 6 
and display 8, and uses the keyboard 6 to program the aid 
2. Thereafter, the connector 12 is disconnected from the 

35 aid 2. 

The audiologist also maintains a patient 
prescription database on a host computer 14. The 
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computer 14 also has a keyboard 16 and a display 18 ♦ 
When this database is to be updated (with new information 
about the patient f s hearing or about the prescription 
information newly programmed into an aid 2) , the new 
5 information must be input using the keyboard 16 and 
display 18, 

The process of updating the database can be time- 
consuming , and errors can be introduced when the data is 
being transcribed. This is because the amount of data 

10 can be substantial. For example, let it be assumed that 
a patient wears a hearing aid in each ear, has undergone 
a new hearing test, and needs a new prescription for a 
TRITON aid. As can be seen from Fig. 2, the new test may 
produce 33 data items (3 for each of 11 freguencies) . 

15 Furthermore, Fig. 3 shows that 8 parameters are needed to 
program the aid. The TRITON aid is designed to be thus 
programmed for up to 4 situations. Therefore, to update 
the database for only this single patient, 65 data items 
(33 audiological data items plus 8 x 4 » 32 prescription 

20 data items) must be input to the computer 14. 

In accordance with the preferred embodiment as 
illustrated in Fig. 4, a programming unit 100 has a 
keyboard 102, a display 104, an EEPROM 106, and an RS-2 32 
serial port 108 and serial cable 110. The programming 

25 unit 100 also has a programming cable 112 terminated with 
one or more connectors 114. 

A host computer 116 also has a keyboard 118, a 
display 120 , and an RS-232 port 122 to which the serial 
cable 110 may be connected. When the computer 116 is 

30 connected to the programming unit 100 via the serial 

cable 110, the computer 116 operates as a master unit and 
the programming unit 100 operates as a slave unit. 

In use, the preferred embodiment operates in 
accordance with the flowchart shown in Fig. 5. First, 

35 audiological information for the patient is input to the 
programming unit 100 and the pat lent 1 s hearing aid is 
adjusted. Then, once the dispenser decides to save this 
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information, the name of the patient is input to the 
programming unit 100 (using the keyboard 102 and display 
104) . When this information is to be saved, it is stored 
in the EEPROM 106 and retained. 
5 This process may be repeated up to four additional 

times; the EEPROM 106 of the programming unit 100 is 
chosen to retain all necessary information for five 
different patients. If the audiologist attempts to enter 
information relating to a sixth patient, the display 104 

10 indicates that this cannot be done until the information 
in the EEPROM 106 has been transferred to the host 
computer 116. 

To carry out such a transfer, the serial cable 110 
is connected between the programming unit 100 and the 

15 computer 116. Then, using the keyboard 118 and display 
120 # the computer 116 locks the keyboard 102 of the 
programming unit 110 and reads the name of the first 
patient whose information is stored in the EEPROM 106. 
The computer 116 then finds the best match between the 

20 names in its database and the name just read from the 
programming unit 110. If the database in the computer 
116 has an entry for that patient, the audiologist is 
prompted to confirm that the patient is the same. If so, 
the computer 116 causes the corresponding data in the 

25 EEPROM 106 to update the information in the computer 116 
and to delete this data from the EEPROM 106. When so 
updated, the computer 116 advantageously retains the 
information originally stored therein, so the dispenser 
can know how the patient's hearing has changed over time. 

30 If the information in the EEPROM 106 relates to a 

patient who is absent from the database in the computer 
116, the computer will prompt the audiologist to enter 
the necessary additional information (e.g. address, 
telephone, age etc., see Fig. 6) into the database. 

35 This process is repeated until all the information 

in the EEPROM 106 has been transferred to the computer 
116. Once all information in the EEPROM 106 of the 
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programming unit 100 has been transmitted to the computer 
116; the audiologist exits the program on the computer 
116. The EEPROM 106 of the programming unit 100 is 
emptied, and ready to store information relating to five 
5 patients. 

While use of RS-232 serial ports is presently 
preferred, this is not necessary; parallel ports , optical 
or RF links could be used instead. 

Although a preferred embodiment has been described 
10 above, the scope of the invention is limited only by the 
following claims: 
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1. A system for use by audiologist personnel to program 
programmable hearing aids and to update a database 
residing on a computer, comprising: 

a programming unit, the programming unit being 
5 detachably electrically connectable to a programmable 
hearing aid and including 

means for programming the 
hearing aid when electrically 
connected thereto, 
10 means for inputting and storing 

information provided by an 
audiologist, said inputting and 
storing means being capable of 
operative interaction with said 
15 programming means in a manner that 

information input to the programming 
unit can be used to program the 
hearing aid, and 

means for transmitting, to a 
20 receiving location, information 

stored in the programming unit, said 
transmitting means being capable of 
operative interaction with said 
inputting and storing means in a 
25 manner that information stored in the 

programming unit can be transmitted 
to a receiving location; 
a host computer; and 

means detachably electrically connecting the 
30 programming unit to the computer, said detachably 

electrically connecting means being capable of operative 
interaction with said transmitting means and host 
computer in a manner that information stored in the 
programming unit can be transmitted to the host computer 
35 to update information stored in the host computer. 
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2. The system of claim l r wherein the means for 
inputting and storing comprises a keyboard and a display. 

3. The system of claim 1, wherein the means for 
5 inputting and storing comprises an EEPROM. 

4. The system of claim 1, wherein said transmitting 
means comprises an RS-232 serial port, wherein said 
detachably electrically connecting means comprises a 

10 serial cable, and wherein the host computer includes an 
RS-232 serial port. 

5. A method for programming programmable hearing aids 
and maintaining and updating a hearing prescription 
database residing on a host computer, comprising the 
following steps: 

providing a programmable hearing aid; 
providing a programming unit for programming the 
hearing aid? 

providing a host computer with a hearing 
prescription database residing thereon; 

inputting information into the programming unit; 
programming the hearing aid using the programming 
unit; and 

updating the database on the host computer using the 
programming unit. 

6. The method of claim 5, wherein the inputting step 
comprises the steps of inputting a patient name, 

30 inputting audiological data characteristic of the 

patient, and inputting at least one programmable hearing 
aid parameter. 



15 



20 



25 
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7. The method of claim 5, wherein the programming step 
comprises the steps of establishing an electrical 
connection between the programming unit and the hearing 
aid, transmitting information from the programming unit 

5 to the hearing aid in electrical form, and breaking the 
electrical connection between the programming unit and 
the hearing aid. 

8, The method of claim 5, wherein said updating step is 
10 carried out using the computer as a master and the 

programming unit as a slave. 
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